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A B S T R A C T
Educational transitions, for example from primary to secondary school, have been associated with school drop-
outs, particularly for students from lower socio-economic backgrounds. As a response, some educational systems
have implemented summer programs, although with mixed results. Yet, these evaluations mostly assess pro-
grams' quantitative impact on academic outcomes. This article therefore aims at an in-depth exploration of the
benefits and challenges of a Uruguayan summer school program for preventing dropout in the transition to
secondary school. Results underpin summer peer interactions, teacher-student relations and extra-curricular
activities shape positive pre-entry expectations of at-risk students, which secondary schools cannot always fulfill.
1. Introduction
Originally aimed at increasing workforce availability during the
harvesting months, a lengthy summer holiday period results, according
to literature, in a decrease in students’ academic achievement from one
year to another (Cooper et al., 1996). This phenomenon, known as
summer loss, slide or setback, is higher for students with a low-SES
background, especially when their parents did not complete secondary
education (Alexander et al., 2007b; Vale et al., 2013). Summer loss
accumulates over time and explains up to two thirds of the reading
achievement gap after nine years of schooling (Alexander et al., 2007a).
According to North-American, UK and Australian studies, the highest
summer loss occurs in the transition from primary to secondary edu-
cation (Hopwood et al., 2016; See and Gorard, 2014; Siemon et al.,
2001).
Some educational systems introduced summer schools to counter
this summer loss and to remediate the lower academic achievement of
students from low-SES backgrounds (Heyns, 1987; Smith, 2011). These
initiatives have been evaluated somewhat positively. A UK longitudinal
randomized control trial (n= 435 students) of a summer remedial
school revealed modest literacy improvement (Gorard et al., 2015).
Cooper and colleagues, in their meta-analysis of 93 impact evaluations
of summer schools in USA, observed positive effects in post-program
literacy and math achievement. Yet, these authors suggest future
studies should adopt qualitative research designs and also include non-
academic outcome variables. They propose - among others - measuring
the impact of summer school programs on school attendance, attitudes
towards school and student’s self-image (Cooper et al., 2000). These
aspects are all central in the decision whether or not to drop out from
school (Alexander et al., 1997; Borgna and Struffolino, 2017), for which
the further adoption of qualitative approaches has been suggested
(Dunne and Ananga, 2013).
Dropping out from school, before completing secondary education,
is known to evoke negative consequences, including constraints to the
individual’s further education and work, lower income and poorer
health and well-being (Alexander et al., 1997; Cabus and De Witte,
2011; Finn, 1989; Pallas, 1987; Willms, 2003). High dropout rates in
secondary school have also been increasingly considered a social pro-
blem (Borgna and Struffolino, 2017; Catterall, 1987; Lamb et al., 2011).
Most recently, universal completion of secondary education became
one of the targets United Nations’ Member States agreed to achieve for
2030 (UNGA, 2015). While some countries already perceive a 15% to
30% dropout as a major problem (Baturina et al., 2014; Pallas, 1987;
Van Houtte and Demanet, 2016), in the Latin American region, these
rates rise up to almost 50%, and have been labeled as the “dropout
crisis” (IADB, 2012).
In Uruguay, the school year goes from early March to the mid-
December, followed by eleven weeks of summer holidays. Working
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parents are only entitled three weeks of annual leave, but private
childcare solutions -i.e. sport club, summer-camp, day-camp- exist for
those who can afford them; often combined with time spent with a
housemaid or grandparents. The offer of free-of-charge summer activ-
ities is very limited (ANEP, 2018a, b) Therefore, low-SES students may
spend their summer hanging out with their neighborhood friends and/
or under care of a grandparent, stay-home parent or older sibling. If
they are the eldest in the family, they may also spend their summer
caring for younger siblings, running errands, doing house-chores or
helping the family earn a living (Silva and Rodríguez, 2017).
Although practically the entire population completes primary
school, roughly 70% completes lower secondary school and only 40%
graduates from upper secondary education by age 23 (INEEd, 2016).
This is one of the lowest rates in Latin America (Bassi et al., 2013).
Socio-economic status (SES) is one of the main predictors of academic
achievement (INEEd, 2014), grade retention and school completion in
Uruguayan students. For example, almost 70% of the differences be-
tween Uruguayan schools’ results in PISA 2016 are explained by the
schools’ socio-economic composition. Grade retention is nearly four
times higher for socio-economically disadvantaged Uruguayan students
than for their more advantaged peers (OECD, 2016). At the age of 21,
21.6% of the Uruguayan youth in the lower SES quartile completed
secondary school, compared to 81.8% of those in the highest SES
quartile (Cardozo Politi, 2016).
Dropout often occurs during or following educational transitions
(Alexander et al., 1997; Biemans et al., 2016; Calvo Salvador and
Manteca Cayon, 2016; Gibbs and Heaton, 2014). The transition from
primary to secondary school can be specifically challenging for children
with a low-SES background (Seidman et al., 1994; Smyth, 2016), who
are at higher risk of succumbing to “summer melt” by failing to enroll in
or to start attending secondary education after the summer (Castleman
et al., 2013), as well as to dropout from secondary school later on
(Rumberger, 1983). While differences in the “summer melt” and
dropout risk of students are recognized (Castleman and Page, 2014;
Lewin and Little, 2011), initiatives aimed at smoothing this transition
tend to be school-wide and mainly focus on organizational and ad-
ministrative procedures, as well as on academics, rather than on chil-
dren’s social concerns (Ashton, 2008; Jindal-Snape and Miller, 2008;
Topping, 2011).
Likewise, the effects of summer programs to counter summer loss
have mainly been studied in relation to students’ academic achievement
from one year to another. Little information is available about the
benefits (and challenges) of summer schools in preventing dropouts in
the transition from primary to secondary school, particularly from a
qualitative perspective. Moreover, while we can expect the aforemen-
tioned findings on summer loss and summer school effects to generalize
to other geographical locations with a similar summer holiday length,
contextual differences may result, for example, in a different use of the
holiday time in absence of a summer-school program. The little avail-
able summer-school research in Latin-American settings reports a si-
milar focus and findings as those mentioned above (see e.g., Anderson,
2005; Rodrigues Pino and Koslinksi, 2016). Therefore, this article
contributes to the - mostly US- and UK-based – summer school litera-
ture, by setting up a qualitative case study on the views of different
stakeholders on the possible impact of summer school programs on a
range of academic and non-academic aspects related to the transition
from primary to secondary school in a Latin American setting, where, as
explained, early secondary school dropout is a pressing concern.
2. Theoretical and conceptual framework
In line with the growing attention paid to dropout, models to de-
scribe and explain dropout have been presented in the literature. A
comprehensive model was first developed by Tinto and Cullen (1973),
and later applied and further adapted to higher education settings
(Tinto, 1990). More recent adaptations of the model, as portrayed in
Fig. 1, stress the longitudinal perspective to the dropout decisions
(Lacante et al., 2001). Tinto’s model has been validated in multiple
studies, confirming its suitability for explaining student attrition;
though variables have often been added or excluded and not all rela-
tions have consistently been underpinned (e.g. Davidson and Wilson,
2017; Ross, 2014; Stewart et al., 2015; Terenzini and Pascarella, 1980).
Alternative models are available in the literature; e.g., Spady’s model
(1970) or Bean’s student attrition model (1980). But, as discussed
elsewhere, most resemble the basic structure of Tinto’s model and in-
corporate education-specific dimensions (e.g. Forsman et al., 2014).
The shaded areas in the model refer to processes and variables that
have been considered in the summer school intervention studied in the
present article. The model incorporates pre-entry characteristics of
learners. For instance, differences in socio-economic status (SES) have
been found to interact with dropout decisions. The same applies to
earlier school career experiences. Students who performed weakly or
experienced retention in an earlier phase are at higher risk for dropout
than those who did not. These pre-entry variables directly affect lear-
ners’ intentions when entering a subsequent school setting. Intentions
are related to student motivation. Building on the self-determination
theory of (Ryan and Deci, 2000) we can expect learners who experience
failure or success in an earlier school phase to differ in their needs of
competency, autonomy and relatedness. These three needs have been
found to be crucial to boost intrinsic motivation in students.
Pre-entry variables will also affect the extent to which learners will
feel connected to and committed to school goals. Formal school ex-
periences, such as academic performance and classroom interactions
with teachers will result in a high or low level of academic integration.
Social integration will be boosted or hindered by informal peer inter-
actions and participation in extra-curricular activities. The level of
academic and social integration will interact with the initial goals and
commitment. This will reinforce either low or high levels of motivation,
goal commitment and engagement in school activities, resulting in
positive or negative decisions for dropping out.
As explained above, this model has been validated in earlier re-
search, but mainly in a post-enrollment higher education context, with
little attention paid to the summer period before school starts
(Castleman et al., 2012). Literature applying the model to secondary
education (e.g., Lacante et al., 2001), and particularly focusing on the
transition from primary to secondary school, is scarce. For students
attending summer school, institutional experiences, academic and so-
cial integration during this period will likely affect their pre-entry goals
and commitment and, ultimately, their decision to stay or leave
(Maggio et al., 2005). While a summer experience could be considered
as an input variable fitting “prior schooling” in Fig. 1 for program at-
tendees, the model could also stress the benefits of summer schools as
influencing the goals and commitment, the resulting institutional ex-
periences and the academic and social integration. This is portrayed in
Fig. 2.
In the present study, we operationalize the above theoretical model
by looking at the way the summer school program attempts to consider
key variables and processes in learners and school actors.
3. Research design
To study the benefits and challenges of summer school programs,
we adopt a qualitative methodology. In this section we discuss the key
features of the related research design.
3.1. Case study
Benefits and challenges of summer schools are explored using a case
study: the Programa Tránsito Educativo (PTE), a focal program in
Uruguay, in place between 2011 and 2016. The study builds on data
from in-depth interviews and focus groups with stakeholders in two
participant public secondary schools in the final year of the program.
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3.1.1. National context and program description
In the Uruguayan educational system, compulsory education in-
cludes six years of primary and six years of secondary school, which the
majority (over 85%) of the population undertakes in public institutions
(INEEd, 2017). Most children graduating from public primary schools
(95%) enroll in secondary school (DIEE-CODICEN and DINEM-MIDES,
2014). Yet, absenteeism and/or low marks (CES, 2010) result in grade
retention of nearly a third of each cohort in the first year of public
secondary school (ANEP, n.d.) – data from private schools is not
available. As mentioned earlier, grade retention, low academic
achievement and absenteeism throughout secondary school result in
only 40% of the Uruguayans completing secondary education.
Fig. 1. A dropout model (based on Lacante et al., 2001; Tinto, 1993).
Fig. 2. Incorporating summer school into the dropout model (based on Lacante et al., 2001; Tinto, 1993).
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To address this problem, in a national and regional context favoring
inclusive education (Acedo et al., 2011; Fernández and Alonso, 2012;
Mancebo and Goyeneche, 2011), the Uruguayan public educational
authorities implemented in 2011 the PTE program, which the following
objectives: enrollment in secondary school, regular attendance, higher
academic achievement and re-enrollment the subsequent year (UGB,
2013). Priority was given to schools with the lower average socio-
economic composition and higher averages of grade retention and ab-
senteeism (UGB, 2014). As such, the PTE can be linked to pre-entry
student characteristics as reflected in Fig. 1. PTE is not a second-chance,
alternative education program (Rumberger, 2004), but rather a pre-
ventive effort aimed at retaining and helping students succeed while
they are still in the educational system (Fernandez et al., 2014).
PTE schools were grouped in 25 so-called “locations”, consisting of
five primary, one secondary and one vocational school. In each loca-
tion, a four-staff coordination team (teachers and social workers) de-
veloped activities for students, caregivers and teachers following three
phases: (1) preparatory workshops in the last semester of primary
school to foster enrolment in secondary and counter feelings of un-
certainty in students and caregivers, (2) an educational and recreational
summer program for 50 higher dropout-risk students identified by their
teachers and PTE staff in each group of schools according to academic
achievement, absenteeism and their family’s SES, and (3) welcome days
in secondary school, close monitoring of school attendance and aca-
demic results, and access to academic tutoring and psycho-social sup-
port, when needed, during the first semester of secondary school (UGB,
2011, 2013). The PTE’s national coordination team held supervisory
meetings for PTE staff and visited each location, provided locals teams
with supporting materials (e.g. on selection criteria for students and the
role of staff in each program phase) and requested periodical in-
formation on activities conducted and participants’ outcomes from the
local teams.
Considering the model above, the PTE tackles the cluster of institu-
tional experiences by promoting academic and social integration. There is
an emphasis on fostering extra-curricular activities and peer interactions.
In addition, developing close student-teacher relations and closely mon-
itored academic performance boosts academic integration. Building on
the theoretical model, this would affect students’ goals and commitment.
By experiencing better results, being able to show progress, and sharing
this experience with peers, students satisfy their basic psychological needs
for competence, autonomy and relatedness, which results in higher levels
of intrinsic motivation (Ryan and Deci, 2000).
As stated earlier, the present article focuses on phase two, the
summer school program, which took place during the four weeks before
school started. The following daily activities define a typical day in the
program: breakfast, half-hour sessions of mathematics, Spanish and
physical education, art workshops, recreational activities, lunch, and
weekly field trips to a swimming pool, museum, concert or exhibition.
The last week, students took part on a three-day educational and re-
creational overnight camp (Presidencia, 2012).
An early PTE evaluation of short-term effects (one year after the
intervention) – using academic registries from the first year in sec-
ondary school of the 2011 and 2012 cohorts (est. n= 2500) - found a
positive effect of the summer activities on participant registration in
secondary school, but no significant effect on absenteeism or grade
retention the year following the transition (DIEE-CODICEN and DINEM-
MIDES, 2014). Nevertheless, qualitative results of monitoring studies
carried out during the second year of the intervention showed high
support for PTE and interest of caregivers and teachers for participation
in the summer school program, given their strong belief in its potential
impact on student outcomes (DINEM-MIDES, 2013; Schenck et al.,
2013). In 2013, PTE was expanded to 35 new locations. It continued
functioning throughout 2014 and 2015, but was discontinued in 2016
due to budget constraints (Cabrera, 2015). The present study builds on
data collected in the final year of PTE, focusing on the summer school
program.
3.1.2. School selection and data sources
Considering the various stages of program implementation, and
aiming for homogeneity of the schools selected, we only included sec-
ondary schools that participated in the program since 2011. In addition,
only secondary schools in the lower two quintiles of SES composition
(n= 13), were considered. Among these schools, we selected two.
Every five years, the Uruguayan educational system surveys all
households of first and last grade primary school students, and calcu-
lates an average SES composition for each school. This index combines
caregivers’ educational level, unsatisfied basic needs, home equipment
and social integration (Aguilar and Tansini, 2012; ANEP, 2012). The
SES composition of secondary schools results from weighting the SES
composition of the primary schools their students come from (ANEP,
2011). As household’s SES is not re-calculated when students start
secondary school, these indexes may not always be accurate.
Two indicators of academic achievement were considered at school
level: percentage of grade retention in first-year students and the
average number of first-year courses the students did not get a passing
mark on. Data were retrieved from the publicly-available online
Secondary School Monitor (ANEP, n.d.).
The two selected secondary schools - out of the 13 - were those that
had the highest improvement in the above indicators during the four
academic years following PTE summer activities (2012–2015) as com-
pared to the benchmark value before the program started (2008–2011).
Indicators’ trends in the years pre- and post-program implementation
were calculated for each school on the base of linear regression, by
subtracting the β coefficients.
3.1.3. Participant selection and ethical considerations
In order to obtain in depth information on the benefits and chal-
lenges of PTE summer activities for the students’ transition into sec-
ondary school, we involved PTE stakeholders at the school level. The
study was authorized by the Secondary School Council. A letter of in-
terest was signed by the principal of each participant school. An in-
formed consent form for participation and voice recording was signed
by students and their parents or legal guardians, while verbal consent
was requested to the remaining participants. Subject’s participation in
the study was voluntary and anonymous. Researcher’s contact in-
formation was provided.
In the two selected schools, interviewees included the principals and
their management teams (n=5), PTE referent teachers (n= 6) and all
first year school staff who had been involved in PTE activities (n=3).
Focus group discussions were conducted involving first year classroom
teachers (n= 9), participating students (n=14) and their caregivers
(n= 8). A referent teacher, appointed by each school principal, se-
lected the students. These referents were asked to maximize hetero-
geneity by including students with higher and lower academic
achievement, as well as students from families who did/ did not come
to school when asked to. They also helped coordinate first-year tea-
chers’ focus groups, suggesting times when most could participate. The
total number of participants was 45: 25 in school A and 20 in school B
(Table 1).
Interviews with former PTE referents took place in public places
(cafes, other academic institutions). All remaining activities took place
Table 1
Number of participants, per stakeholder, by school.
Technique Stakeholder School A School B Total
In-depth interviews PTE referent teachers 4 2 6
Principals 3 2 5
First-year staff 3 0 3
Focus groups First-year teachers 5 4 9
Students 7 7 14
Caregivers 3 5 8
Total 25 20 45
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in the two participating schools. Interviews lasted, in average, one hour,
while focus groups lasted two hours. Both interviews and focus groups
were conducted in Spanish and audio recorded by the first author, in
the last quarter of 2016.
3.1.4. Topics discussed
Topics discussed were the difficulties in the transition from primary
to secondary school, the students’ and teachers’ profiles which can
better contribute to ease this transition, how families support the
transition, general knowledge and evaluation of the PTE program in
general and the summer activities in particular, main program strengths
and weaknesses, as well as suggestions for improvement.
3.1.5. Data analysis
All discussions were transcribed verbatim. Transcriptions were
analyzed via thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006), with open
coding and later re-coding of all summer program references aimed at
identifying the main categories and sub-categories to describe the evi-
dence. We focused on the way each theme is treated and presented by
the different actors. Triangulation of responses from the different in-
terviewed actors showed agreement on their appreciations of summer
activities, which were referred as both positive and negative by all/
most actors, strengthening the reliability of the data collected. All
coding was performed using NVivo 11 software. Selected quotes were
translated literally by the authors; original quotes in Spanish are
available upon request.
4. Results
As can be derived from the data, the summer activities were the
most salient component of the PTE program according to all study
participants. Nevertheless, evaluations of these PTE activities were both
positive and negative. All actors identified benefits and challenges in
view of preventing dropout in the transition from primary to secondary
education. (1) Familiarization with the secondary school, (2) extension
of the school year, (3) developing teacher-student and peer relations
and (4) getting to know the students before the academic year starts,
were the main benefits identified. In turn, the three main negative
consequences were (1) conflicts with those who did not participate in
the program, (2) too short holiday period and (3) frustration once
confronted with the regular academic format of the secondary school.
We discuss these themes in more detail below.
4.1. Summer activities as the most tangible aspect of PTE
The summer school and summer camp were but two of the many
PTE activities. Yet, when asked about the Program, participants mainly
referred to these summer activities. In fact, students and their parents
considered these summer activities being the “whole” program:
They spent months speaking of that leisure activity… when they
went camping, how the teachers treated them, the food provided.
[…] It was beyond outstanding (father, school A).
When I was here, in the Program, in the summer, they were teaching
me all sorts of things. They were helping me, explaining me ev-
erything (student, school A).
Principals and teachers, aware of the other program components,
also evaluated the summer activities as having higher impact than other
components. Yet, they did not always refer to the related effects, but
also to the atypical, salient and visible nature of teachers and students
working together during the summer break:
A child who took part on that February [summer school] should be
entering March [academic year start in Uruguay] a bit more pre-
pared than a child coming directly from primary school. […] Maybe
I highlight this because I was seeing it; it was very visible. But
perhaps there are other instances, undoubtedly, in which the follow-
up by the PTE team should have been a support for the children also
(principal, school B).
4.2. Benefits of the summer program in the transition to secondary school
The strongest and mostly mentioned contribution of the PTE
summer activities, regarding the transition to secondary school, was
getting familiar with the secondary school infrastructure, its norms,
schedules, teachers, peers and academic content they would revisit
during the subsequent academic year.
Seemed like a friendly transition, getting children prepared for
secondary school through some essential courses, with slightly
shorter class duration, with breaks, they were getting to know the
building […] it was a pretty transition, not as smothering in sche-
dule or demands. We started to get them used to the responsibilities,
obligations and scheme of the secondary education without over-
loading them or “stealing” a month of holidays (principal, school B).
It was of great help: I knew nothing of secondary school and it
helped me to adapt to the place. And to the lessons, because I could
more or less see how classes were going to be (student, school A).
Principals and teachers also stressed the positive impact of reducing
the length of the school holidays - three months in Uruguay - for the
targeted students:
These children who are at risk of dropping out, who are a bit alone
in the world, if they stop attending and stay out in the street for
three or four months doing nothing, it is not easy to re-engage them
afterwards (PTE referent teacher, school A).
According to all actors, the three-day summer camp at the end of the
summer school enabled the development of positive informal relations,
both amongst peers and between teachers and students:
They would group you with people you did not know. […] It was
many people here in the Plan, everyone would talk to you; you
would make friends and all. Even now, when they run into you, they
will still say hi, and most of them know your name (student, school
A).
There is a “before” and an “after” going camping with your students.
You develop a different connection and empathy through sharing
more aspects of yourself. It also allows them to get to know one
another in a different setting: have classmates as roommates, share
the dining table in four meals a day, play games together… (PTE
referent teacher, school B).
Parents and students considered having an adult teacher referent an
important asset of the summer school activities. Students can later refer
to this person during the regular school year, when having doubts or
needing advice. This is portrayed in the testimony below, in which
students from different cohorts share their views about the PTE re-
ferents:
P1: - If I have a problem, she tells me to go talk with her.
P2: - She would also stop you on the corridor and start talking to you
P1: - She calls you and speaks to you: ‘How is your life going?’ She
asks so many questions, and she does not let you not talk to her.
P2: - She is always there for you.
(Fragment of focus group discussion with students, school A).
Lastly, summer school provides teachers and principals with in-
formation about student characteristics and their typical behavior,
supporting future decisions about grouping students in first-year
classrooms. Since PTE summer school targets high-dropout-risk
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students, this is particularly helpful. Based on this knowledge teachers
and principals can, for example, separate students who did not
get along very well, pair a very shy student with an enabling peer or
warn teachers about adopting adequate seating arrangements for cer-
tain students to keep them focused.
You would start March already knowing the first year students who
just arrived in your institution, a great percentage of them. This was
facilitating. […] In fact, when we would make the group arrange-
ments, we had more data. Nowadays we only know their passing
grade from primary school (teacher, school B).
4.3. Challenges of employing summer activities to prevent transition dropout
Though all interviewees identified benefits of the summer activities,
they also flagged some issues affecting both participating students and/
or the school community.
As much as these summer activities enabled positive relationships
between teacher-student and peers, they sometimes led to conflicts
within the broader school community, especially among peers:
Some children acquire, during that month, a certain “handling” of
the school, which later, when the other classmates arrive, sometimes
results in conflicts. They know the teachers, the school, but their
arriving peers do not. This results in leadership and coarseness, and
has ended violently in some cases (teacher, school A).
While reducing the length of school holidays was mentioned as a
benefit for the targeted students, it also resulted in a one-month ex-
tension of the school year for all participants. They did not all fully
agree with this holiday reduction:
The summer is debatable. It is true; it contributed great knowledge
of first year students, but for me the exhaustion of the teachers, and
also of the children, is debatable. The year becomes longer (teacher,
school B).
P1: - I didn’t like that it was during the holidays. Everyone was
having fun, but you had to be there. What I did like was the camp.
P2: - They took away almost all my holidays
(Fragment of focus group discussion with students, school B).
Both teachers and students point out the PTE format was different
from regular secondary school experiences. Classes were one third
shorter in duration, were restricted to subjects student knew well from
primary school (Spanish, math, physical education), were less de-
manding and more flexible when it comes to enforcement of typical
school behavioral norms (i.e., stay seated, raise your hand to talk, re-
quest permission to leave the classroom). To boost student motivation
to attend the summer program, the instructional format was ludic and
participative, which is not a standard feature of regular school year.
P3: – Instead of 45, it was 30min.
P2: – Right, they made you do exercises and all that.
P1: – They made you do a couple of exercises, so you start learning
something.
P4: – But it was not everything, because they were not as de-
manding, I now see it was a superficial sample of what secondary
school is.
P1: – They were showing you what secondary school was going to be
like, but it was not with all the courses
(Fragment of focus group discussion with students, school A).
February was like an adaptation, but I do not know how useful it
was, since they encountered a reality that was different from what
secondary school would be, with activities of a different kind. So
they had the impression secondary school was that, and then it
turned out it was not. I would still do those days, but I would plan
them differently (teacher, school A).
These differences between summer and regular school resulted in
students happily attending the summer lessons but getting somewhat
frustrated when the regular academic year started.
P4: I came [to the summer school] for nothing, because I came, they
taught me all things, then I started secondary school and I did not
know anything.
R: Did you not remember what they taught you?
P4: No, we spent our [summer school] time having fun.
P2: Anyway, it [summer school] was all about candombe or some-
thing like that, carnival and all.
(Fragment of focus group discussion with students, school B).
Participating students also mentioned difficulties linking social and
natural science courses - not included in the summer school - with what
they learned in primary school:
P2: - The Geography teacher shays they teach Geography in primary
school. They never did.
P3: - I look at him and I tell him ‘we were never taught Geography in
primary.’
P4: - How not?
P2: - No, to me never.
P1: - To me not.
P3: - At least to me not.
P4: - Earthquakes and all that?
P2: - To me never
P3: - It was always the solar system for us, right?
(Fragment of focus group discussion with students, school B).
According to some teachers and parents, this frustration resulted
from the “deceiving” summer school format. It could have been avoided
if students did not participate in the summer school at all.
They were coming to secondary school with enthusiasm, but after it
was like… they were a bit sad that it [summer school] was over
(mother, school B).
February functioned with first year students only. They start to
adapt and then when you put the whole school together, what
happens? They were super familiarized with a dynamic… that is not
the real secondary school. They were more shocked than if they had
not known anything, maybe. They pass from something very ludic
and recreational to a reality that is not [ludic]. It may not be a
problem of PTE but of us, the teachers but, in any case, there was an
abyss. The first day those children were here with the older students
you would look at their faces and they looked like they wanted to
die (teacher, school B).
5. Discussion
Dropout research stresses the complex and interactive nature of
processes and variables in students and schools that affect dropout
decisions. To study the benefits and challenges of summer school pro-
grams that aim at countering dropout, we adopted a case study ap-
proach. In this discussion section, we link the results to the dropout
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model in Figs. 1 and 2, and related research. Of particular interest are
the benefits and challenges as to the social and academic integration
resulting from PTE.
As shown in Fig. 1, the decision to drop-out or stay in school results
of a process in which the student’s academic and social integration in
the institution re-shape the goals and commitment –both to the in-
stitution, and to learning as a whole- that the student had upon en-
tering. PTE provides the opportunity for academic performance, extra-
curricular activities, interaction with teachers and peers before the
regular academic year starts. Since SES, earlier school career and cap-
abilities influence pre-entry goals and commitment, students at risk
benefit from this PTE summer experience by re-shaping these goals and
strengthening their commitment over the summer. As detailed in the
lower part of Fig. 2, the PTE summer functions as a “mock” secondary
school experience for its participants.
Academic integration is a key determinant in dropout models fo-
cusing on the effects of instruction received during a regular academic
year. While one may be able to stay in school with low social but high
academic integration, the opposite is not true (Tinto, 1975). Public
secondary education institutions may not explicitly dismiss students
due to low academic achievement or poor interactions with teachers,
but may discourage persistence by means of grade retention, dis-
ciplinary sanctions and counseling alternative education to students
and families (Martinis et al., 2017). The relative importance attributed
to the academic and social components of the institutional experience
changes as a result of the PTE summer activities, where social in-
tegration was the main focus. Reported benefits of employing PTE
summer school in the transition to secondary education only marginally
include references to academic outcomes, which are the main summer
school effects referred to in the literature (Cooper et al., 2000; Gorard
et al., 2015; See and Gorard, 2014; Zvoch and Stevens, 2011). The study
participants stressed that the program served to become familiar with
secondary school courses’ content for those subjects included in the
summer school curriculum, yet failed to remediate for what was not
learned in other disciplines. Nevertheless, during the school year, PTE
coexisted and articulated efforts with a tutoring program, for which
attendance has been associated to improved academic outcomes
(Aristimuno, 2016).
On the other hand, the study participants deemed the non-aca-
demic, social outcomes of the PTE summer activities highly beneficial.
Extra-curricular activities like the PTE educational field trips and
summer camp organized by the school helped reconcile social and
academic systems, increasing the student’s institutional commitment
and, by doing so, contributing to student’s decisions to stay in school.
This is again in line with the main protective factors identified in
models and theories of dropout (Finn, 1989; Spady, 1970; Tinto, 1975),
as well as in explanatory frameworks in the educational transition lit-
erature (McGee et al., 2003; Tilleczek and Ferguson, 2007).
All actors stressed that attending the summer-school, particularly
the summer camp, resulted in students experiencing positive interac-
tions and developing better relationships with peers and teachers, two
aspects of the model portrayed in Fig. 1 which have been found bene-
ficial in educational level transitions (Smyth, 2016) and are known to
increase engagement and institutional commitment, which in turn help
prevent dropout (Fredricks et al., 2004; Tinto, 1975). The interaction
with teacher referents during and after the summer also became a
protective factor. As the PTE participants did not reflect high academic
attainment levels, these informal interactions, and the resulting bonds,
were considered key to school retention. Following Fernandez and
colleagues, the relationships developed between beneficiary students
and adult program referents is one of the main cited benefits of tran-
sition programs (2014).
Student intentions, goals and commitment were influenced by
spending time in the secondary school premises before the actual start
of the school year, integrating socially and academically to the school
and its community. The summer experience helped fostering students’
identification with the school and as such improved their institutional
commitment and sense of belonging to their school community (Finn,
1989) which, according to previous research, is lower in entering sec-
ondary students from low-SES families and with a history of low aca-
demic achievement in primary school (Cueto et al., 2010).
While students may not be particularly enthusiastic about spending
their summer in school and fatigue is a valid concern, extending school
time has been found to effectively support students at higher risk of
failure (Anderson, 2005; Patall et al., 2010). The extension of the school
year for students with a lower SES background can compensate for
lower academic support provided by their families (Alexander et al.,
2007a; Heyns, 1987). It may also reduce the pressure from peers and
from early-adulthood activities their families may expect them to per-
form when school is not in session, as well as it may become a childcare
solution for these families.
Aside from preventing these risks, summer school and summer
camp time is spent making friends, establishing positive relations with
their schools, teachers and peers, all of which contributes to positive
youth development (Catalano et al., 2002). Following the model por-
trayed in Fig. 1, extending the school year through a summer school
program further adds to students’ prior schooling experience, while
moderating the impact of their -disadvantaged- family and community
background. As already mentioned, an explicit inclusion of the summer
school in the model would look like that in Fig. 2, allowing for differ-
entiation between summer attendees and non-attendees.
The link between students’ pre-entry characteristics and the goals
and commitments could be enriched with a “fit” dimension that con-
siders the need to go back and forth between both sets of variables in
the model. What is now depicted as a one-way arrow with pre-entry
characteristics influencing goals and commitment, could rather be seen
as a bidirectional relationship. This leads to enriching the theoretical
model with a number of feedback mechanisms. Of course, the specific
nature of such mechanisms should be studied and validated in specific
additional research.
Perceived benefits are thwarted by the fact that summer activities
took place before students got to know the regular format of secondary
school. When students are not from families in which brother/sisters or
parents already experienced the “real” secondary education system, the
summer school is their main point of reference of what to expect,
shaping their pre-entry goals and institutional commitment (Tinto,
1975, 1989). When, as current research findings suggest, those ex-
pectations are not met by secondary education reality, re-adjustment of
these goals and commitment is needed. This process, according to adult
study participants, initially results in frustration. At times, it also leads
to conflicts with peers who did not attend the summer activities, as
accounted by interviewees. This frustration, experienced at the start of
a school year in a new educational level, is far from ideal, especially for
students at risk for dropout.
However, managing potential frustrations derived from the distance
between students' pre-entry expectations and their post-entry social and
academic experiences is one of the main reasons for setting up an
educational transition program in the first place (Fernandez et al.,
2014). This re-adjustment upon entering the new school level is in-
herent to educational transitions, even when programs are not in place.
As much as the summer recreational components of the program may
potentially further distance expectations from reality in some respects,
these will at the same time help reassure and familiarize children with
the new school. This process is to be later continued by the post-
summer components of the program, ultimately contributing to keep
children in school.
5.1. Limitations and implications for future research
The present study only included two participant schools of a single
summer school program, and a selection of key actors from each school.
This design allowed developing a meaningful and in-depth perspective
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but does not allow generalizing results to what was experienced by
other educational actors, nor to all PTE schools or PTE approaches.
Students in the focus groups spontaneously signaled the differences
between the summer school and the secondary school reality. They
referred to their initial related frustration, but also reported having
come to accept secondary school as is. However, we should consider
that no PTE students who did not enroll in secondary education or
dropped-out after their first year of secondary school were involved. In
addition, data were collected one and a half years after they took part in
the summer school. This could have resulted in inaccuracies when re-
calling/reporting past experiences and related cognitions and emotions
(Wilson et al., 2003). A different narrative could be expected when
contacting these students at the start of their first regular academic year
in secondary school, as well as when including PTE participants who
left the educational system. The latter was not possible due to privacy
issues when collecting contact information of participating students.
A follow-up study, verifying perceptions of actors in schools where
difficulties have been reported with PTE, or schools where students do
not show an improvement after being involved in the PTE, could ex-
pand our understanding of the full complexity of the relationship be-
tween PTE and dropout decisions, Likewise, a retrospective longitudinal
follow-up and impact evaluation of PTE summer activities in students’
trajectories could complement the current findings.
5.2. Implications for educational policies and practice
Building on the above research results, summer schools represent a
macro-level strategy, which can be adopted by educational systems to
prepare all, or some of its students for the transition from primary to
secondary school. For selecting specific students, our findings suggest
that adequate selections build on the lower SES of students and their
irregular school career thus far.
However, the results also suggest that summer schools should be
implemented carefully to optimize resources when targeting this stu-
dent population. For instance, the local academic calendar should be
taken into account. Educational systems with relatively long summer
breaks and short academic years are better suited to introduce summer
school programs as compared to educational systems with lengthier
academic calendars, or with more evenly spread holiday breaks.
However, in contexts in which summer breaks are associated to sea-
sonal economic and agricultural activities students take part in
(Ananga, 2011), summer schools are probably not a suitable dropout
prevention strategy.
In addition, when designing a summer school program, one has to
bear in mind the summer school format will be, for many students, their
very first reference of what the nature of secondary school is. The
present study results call for being clear about the recreational versus
the academic nature of the program as components of the daily summer
school schedule. For example, early mornings could be devoted to core
subjects, reviewing primary school contents in the first half of the
summer term and introducing first and representative curricular units
of the secondary school courses in the second half. New subjects should
be introduced briefly in the last weeks, while the early weeks should
emphasize norms, rules and skills (time-management, organizing,
studying) that will be experienced in the “real” secondary school set-
ting. In the afternoon, recreational activities could take place in a less-
structured setting.
At the end of summer school, before the regular school year starts,
one or two integration days for students of the new cohort could foster
positive peer relations. All first-year students could get as such a shared
introduction to the infrastructure, teachers before the older students
arrive. Such a program design would, in theory, build on the perceived
summer school benefits and counter the identified challenges.
While initiatives to help primary school graduates adapt to the
secondary school system, such as the studied summer school program,
help smooth this transition, post-summer components of the program
-like the welcome days, attendance and performance monitoring, de-
rivations to tutoring and psycho-social support- would best be in-
corporated into the regular secondary school offer. The secondary
school system is to also adapt to the students, in order for the -com-
pulsory- transition from primary to secondary education to take place
as seamlessly as possible.
We also identified additional variables, beyond reading and math
achievement, which enrich future research designs to study the impact
of summer-school interventions. These include school attendance, at-
titudes towards school and student’s self-image (Cooper et al., 2000),
but also sense of belonging, development of peer and teacher-students
relationships, and compliance with school norms and rules. Adding
these variables and processes to the current underlying dropout model
will help developing our understanding of how summer schools play a
role in risky educational transitions, as well as countering dropout.
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